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Keeping potatoes happy and 
healthy
By Dr. E. Kirsten Peters
 The next time you eat a baked spud you 
might want to think of the agricultural scientists 
who are hard at work trying to help the humble 
potato deal successfully with some significant 
diseases.
 Students of history will remember the Irish 
potato famine of 1845-1852. The denizens of 
Ireland had come to depend on potatoes as their 
main staple crop. The plant did well in the wet 
Irish climate, and the potato produced a lot of 
food for each acre that was planted. But a crisis 
arose  when whole potato fields fell victim to 
the blight, a disease that wiped out any hope of 
harvest all over the island. 
 In the end, more than a million people died 
and another million had to leave Ireland as the 
blight held sway. Perhaps never has a single 
disease of plants produced such misery in a con-
centrated period of time.
 But there’s more to potato disease than blight, 
and therein hangs an interesting and much more 
modern tale.
 Potatoes are important to us for reasons that 
go beyond the lip-smacking taste of a French fry. 
The tubers are a source of carbs, and they also are 
rich in potassium, iron and Vitamin C. They con-
tain protein, and when baked or boiled, potatoes 
harbor no fat.
 But potato plants face some significant chal-
lenges out in the field where they grow. One of 
them is a disease with the slightly comical name 
of “corky ringspot.” The name sounds a bit like a 
child’s game, but CRS, as it is sometimes known, 
is a serious threat to potatoes and the farmers 
who grow them. It leads to mars and marks in 
the tubers, including dark arcs about the size 
of a fingernail you may have seen in potatoes 
when you peeled them. Other abnormalities are 
granular regions, the type of flaw that gave the 
name “corky” to the disease.
 CRS is caused by a virus that sickens the 
potato plant. Just as you can become sick from a 
viral infection like influenza, so can a plant –– in 
fact, one of the main things certain agricultural 
scientists do is try to help plants resist viruses. 
The virus that causes CRS appears to infect the 
plant by way of a microscopic worm in the soil 
called a nematode.  In other words, the nema-
tode’s actions around the roots and tubers of the 
plant make it possible for the virus to infect the 
unlucky potato plant. Dark mars and corky areas 
in the tuber then develop.
 “We say the virus is ‘vectored’ by the nema-
tode,” Assistant Professor Axel Elling of the De-
partment of Plant Pathology at Washington State 
University, said to me when I was first learning 
about CRS disease.
 Elling and his scientific colleagues are start-
ing to look into CRS disease. A lot hinges on 
their work because if only a small percentage of 
potatoes shows a lot of CRS symptoms, a farmer’s 
entire shipment can be rejected –– meaning the 
poor grower has nothing to sell after his invest-
ment of labor and costly inputs like fuel and 
seed.
 “CRS is a major challenge for the potato in-
dustry,” Elling told me.
 And research into CRS is just getting off the 
ground. The hope is that a more thorough un-
derstanding of how the virus interacts with the 
nematodes to infect the potato plant can help in 
the management of the disease.
 Agricultural scientists do a lot of work that 
benefits us each day. They are in the front lines 
fighting against diseases in plants and livestock 
that threaten out food supply. When they are 
successful, we just adapt to our good fortune and 
think next to nothing about it.
 Back in the old days when most of us lived 
on farms we had a pretty clear picture of how 
various diseases threaten crops and livestock. But 
now that most of us get our food from the grocery 
store and don’t even tour the places where it is 
grown, we can be quite ignorant of what affects 
the wide range of crop plants on which we really 
do depend.
 But those of us who like to eat our three 
squares a day have a vested interest in agricul-
tural research –– the sort of work Prof. Elling 
and others do each day and that is almost never 
publicly celebrated. 
 Pass the spuds, please –– and wish the ag research-
ers well.
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Northwest, was trained as a geologist at Princeton 
and Harvard.  Planet Rock Doc, a collection of Pe-
ters’ columns, is available at bookstores or from the 
publisher at wsupress.wsu.edu or 1-800-354-7360. 
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